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	1. Chapter 1

_Warnings: Bent history, see the foot notes for the bending if you're so inclined. AND MAJOR SPOILERS FOR SEASON 3. I know it's not just me who's seen the changes in the characters this season, because I've talked with some of you about them. I couldn't resist exploring a few of them. So this is the first (time permitting) in a series of short vignettes on those changes as seen from the POV of various characters. _

_War Heros_

1.

_Some Things Never Change_

"What do you mean he doesn't sleep in your bed, _madame_?" Aramis was amused and trying not to let it show. Madame d'Artagnan could be a hellcat when her ire was roused, and it was roused now. "For some reason, I've had the distinct impression he's been regularly enjoying his conjugal rights."

"Don't _madame_ me," the lady warned. "And what he's enjoying is none of your business."

Constance had not been a woman who stamped her feet when angry, but Aramis tucked his own feet beneath the chair he occupied in front of Athos' desk, just in case she'd developed the habit while he'd been gone. Then wondered if she was likely to kick him. He was well aware she could slap a man silly and make him enjoy it. His fingers instinctively rose to his jaw at the old memory.

Madame d'Artagnan's eyes narrowed. Her arms crossed over the generous endowment of womanly charms enhancing her bodice and a small, booted foot began to tap. "Nor is that what I meant," she snapped. If she'd had a tail, it would have been swishing.

Aramis' lips twitched at the image of the newly wedded d'Artagnan's as a pair of cats. Well, not newlyweds precisely, as their fourth anniversary had apparently been two months ago - yet another of the things he'd missed due to his precipitate leave-taking. For all intents and purposes, though, they were still newlyweds, having enjoyed less than a month of marital bliss before Tréville had had to deploy the Musketeer garrison.

So many things he'd missed over the last four years, but Aramis had returned to Paris a smarter man. He firmed his lips and kept the cat thought to himself. "Then perhaps you had best explain what you do mean." He kept his expression faintly querying as he slung an arm over the back of the chair, contemplating _Monsieur_ d'Artagnan's reaction when he told him about this interview.

He'd been deputized by Athos to babysit the cadets this morning while the rest of the Inseparables were at the palace acquiring new hardware in the shape of those rather ornate, beribboned crosses the king had become so fond of handing out lately, though no one had told him. It wasn't that they'd been secretive about it, just that no one had said anything, even to Constance, who, he was relatively certain would have been quite pleased to see her husband honored for his service to France.

Aramis knew only because he'd overheard a couple of Athos' baby Musketeers crowing - albeit quietly - about drawing the duty shift at the palace during the ceremony. Their barely contained excitement had been patently obvious, as had the fact they'd been told to keep the news to themselves. Unless Athos had put the fear of God in them, or unleashed his own cold, deadly wrath on them, rumors of the proceedings would be making their way around the garrison before Constance had dinner preparations under way.

Aramis would have liked to have been invited himself, though he knew with that peculiar sixth sense he still had around his friends, they were conspiring to keep him out of the queen's path. That did not make his frustration any easier to dismiss.

"Constance?" he prompted, distracting himself as well as the woman scowling at the ceiling now. "Come now, it is unlike you to turn coy." She'd tracked him down where he'd been sparring with one of the recruits in the orchard, all but dragging him back up here to the office.

She flicked a glance at him and he caught the uncertainty in her eyes before she voiced it aloud. "I don't know what came over me, thinkin' you might have the answers. We're in the same boat, you and I," the infernal woman muttered. "Never mind, I'll ask Porthos."

Aramis inspected his fingernails. "You'll embarrass him, do you ask him questions about you sex life, my dear." He knew exactly what she meant. They were in the same boat all right, cast adrift in familiar waters yet unable to read the currents anymore.

The Inseparables had returned from four years of war changed and closer than inkle weavers. While he'd been readmitted to the charmed circle, it was not the same; he was no longer truly one of them. It appeared Madame d'Artagnan was experiencing the same strange disorientation.

Expectations were such pesky, bothersome things.

"It's not about my sex life," Constance snapped again.

Cross-ishly from Aramis' perspective. The marksman shrugged. He had not thought it was. At the same time, he'd known the observation would either move her forward with her complaint or send her back to her kitchen.

"Sit down, Constance." Aramis gestured to the new chair behind the desk.

Minister Tréville had taken the old one with him, claiming it bore the imprint of his fundament and he was too old to break in a new chair. Athos, who four years ago would have born the indignity in noble silence, complained endless about the new chair.

"Tell me what's wrong. I can't promise to fix it, but I can at least listen and perhaps together, we can come up with a plan."

Constance gave the chair a disdainful kick and came around to sit on the front edge of the desk next to Aramis. "I'm not asking you to fix it, I want to know how _I_ can fix it. This morning, for the third time this week, my husband was gone from our bed when I woke."

This was indeed out of the ordinary; d'Artagnan had never been a morning person. "Perhaps he has merely become accustomed to rising earlier."

"Not likely," his lady wife muttered again, dainty jaw clenching as she debated how much to share. She blew out a breath and said in a rush, "Ivefoundhiminhereinbedwiththeothers."

Aramis blinked. It took a moment to translate, but he was up to the task. "Whatever it is you're thinking - it's not that."

"I'm not thinking that!" Constance denied hotly. A beat of silence sliced through the office like a blade through flesh. "Well, maybe I did, just at first, but I know it's not about ... that."

"So, just to clarify, then ..." Unhappy didn't really seem appropriate, nor did angry, though she was both. "You're feeling a bit excluded," Aramis settled on.

"Aren't you?" she fired back without missing a beat.

Well … yes, he was, though he had not fully admitted it even to himself until this moment. "You know it's not intentional," he said hesitantly, wondering if he was wrong.

"Of course I know that, you idiot!" Constance smacked his arm, definitely cross-ishly. "But that makes it worse, don't you see? They're doing it without even realizing it." She rose to pace the length of the room. "It's bad enough we only had a few weeks before they - he..." she hesitated, cleared her throat, and restated again, "before d'Artagnan was deployed to the front. I was just getting to know _that_ man as my husband when he left. And now he's a different man. They all are!" she wailed. "I don't even recognize Athos anymore and Porthos is like a big, gruff bear with a sore paw these days."

Madame d'Artagnan had put her finger on it. The war heroes had returned very different men from the ones Aramis had parted with that fateful day. Four years ago Porthos would have instantly forgiven and forgotten. The new Porthos, as Madame d'Artagnan had so quaintly put it, _was_ like a bear with a sore paw; he carried a whiff of pain with him like a badge of honor sewn over his heart. And there was a bruised look about his eyes that could no longer meet Aramis' without the faint accusation of betrayal hinted at in their dark depths.

Yes, they'd made up, lying there in the dirt laughing over blowing up the stolen powder that should have been sent on to the front. But only skin-deep. Aramis felt the difference keenly.

Indeed, they had all changed in the intervening four years. Aramis sat in _front_ of the desk because he'd noticed both Porthos and d'Artagnan steered clear of sitting in Athos' 'new' chair. Athos had slipped into the role of the Inseparables leader long before d'Artagnan had appeared on the scene, but there was in their demeanor now, a different kind of respect. Not the hero worship d'Artagnan had been wont to display on occasion, nor Porthos' jolly - often feigned - obsequiousness. It was something instinctual now, a deference that came from the heart, not the head. But more curiously, Athos did not chafe against it as he had in the past. He wore this new mantle of leadership as though it was a second skin.

Constance was looking at him with the air of weary resignation she'd learned from the _comte_. "Apologies." Aramis bowed from the waist. "I was woolgathering."

"So I concluded."

"You're a hard woman, Constance." Aramis rose, smiling his approbation of her tough-as-nails shell. She was every bit a match for their once youthful companion, though inside he knew she was soft as a newborn lamb. "Do you want me to talk to d'Artagnan?" Whom no one referred to as 'the puppy' anymore.

"What?! No! I don't want him suspecting I've gone behind his back!"

So much for sharing this little interval with d'Artagnan, though Aramis was not keen on having the recently reunited husband suspecting the marksman had gone behind his back either.

"I just needed someone to talk to, and you're the only other person I thought might understand."

Insightful woman. She was right on all counts; he did understand, but he did not know how to fix it either. He said slowly, "To be on the outside ... looking in ... is indeed frustrating. For the nonce, I am trying to be thankful that we are all together again." Aramis made an encompassing gesture, including Constance in the circle, though he had little doubt she was a bit jealous of what little access he did still enjoy. She could not know the tortuous ache the absence of the old, fathomless depth of friendship had woken. Nor would he enlighten her.

He opened his arms, drawing the small, forlorn figure into a gentle embrace when she stepped into them. Ah, she was a lovely armful; d'Artagnan was a lucky man. Though perhaps not so lucky at the moment, as his bride was a very unhappy female.

"Ahmmmm," a voice behind them drawled. Athos stood blocking the porch office door for the moment it took them to separate, wearing that look he had perfected years ago.

Though the missing hat made Aramis want to turn back every time he saw the man, to make sure it was really Athos. He looked ... well, his friend looked a little naked without that habitual hat shadowing his expressionless features.

"Are we interrupting?" Behind Athos, Aramis could hear d'Artaganan and Porthos arguing good-naturedly.

"_Oui, mon capitaine_, a torrid affair. The lady, she does not belong to such a _traînard_ as d'Artagnan."

The ghost of a ferocious scowl momentarily darkened the captain's tanned face. "Unless you wish to end up another Marcheaux, do not even joke about it, _mon ami_." Athos tossed the words into the room like he might have done his hat, with only a whisper of sound, as he crossed the threshold, adjusting his various accouterments in order to slouch sideways in the 'new' chair. "What's going on?"

The argument, whatever it had been over, ceased abruptly as d'Artagnan and Porthos shouldered through the doorway at the same time.

d'Artagnan's dark head came up like a fox scenting prey, his smiling countenance shifting to a wary frown. "What's wrong?"

For an instant, the tenor of the room reverberated as though the drums of war beat a silent tattoo against the walls.

"Nothing." Constance somehow dredged up a brilliant smile, though Aramis saw the cracks around the edges. She crossed the room in several long strides to throw her arms around her husband and kiss him soundly. "I missed you this morning."

d'Artagnan's withdrawal was subtle, though evident. "We had to be at the Louve early this morning." He did not move out of her embrace, but every line of his body leaned away from her.

It disconcerted his wife more than she was already. "What for?" Constance let her arms sag from around his neck, though she ran her hands over the leather-clad chest before sliding an arm under d'Artagnan's elbow and moving to his side.

"A meeting with Tréville."

Aramis gaze flitted past d'Artagnan to Porthos and on to Athos, neither of whom betrayed the pat answer by so much as a blink. They'd cooked that one up between them. Constance might buy it, but it did not explain why he had been excluded.

"How is the captain - I mean, minister?" Aramis asked casually, ambling over to take the place Constance had occupied only a few minutes before, leaning against the table. He did not want Athos studying his face.

"Tired," Porthos said, unexpectedly. "Tired and cranky." He left off guarding the door, moving to flip the chair in front of the desk around and took a seat, crossing his arms on the back. "In need of more recruits. We can't turn 'em out fast enough."

"This lot certainly isn't battle ready." Athos slid around on the wooden chair, carrying on the conversation while wondering where to manufacture an outlet for that close-held temper before d'Artagnan took it out on Marcheaux. Or Aramis. "How are our baby Musketeers[CM1] ?" He folded his elbows on the desk and tried to look like he was listening as his mind raced ahead.

"They've done themselves no harm in the couple of hours you were gone," Aramis retorted.

Here was further evidence of the strengthened bonds between these three, they could lie seamlessly without so much as a betraying glance. He expected it from Athos; the other two had never been able to lie convincingly ... before.

... before. Such an innocuous word. Here in this room, in this moment, it delineated the past and the present with surgical precision. Before - there had been no reason to lie, they had trusted enough to be honest. But it was not a matter of trust now. Before - what one experienced, the others had experienced as well. Four years of separate experiences had tipped the scales.

Now there was a careful, diplomatic distance separating Aramis and Constance from the new Inseparables.

Constance stepped away from d'Artagnan. "What did Treville really want?" she asked quietly, head down as she crossed to Athos' desk and picked up a small, sword-shaped letter opener. An exact replica of Athos' rapier, a gift, Constance had told Aramis, from Porthos and d'Artagnan, on Athos' promotion to captain.

Aramis watched d'Artagnan reach out as if to stop her, then pull his hand back.

"It's only been two weeks you've been back and I know I should give you time to readjust an all, but I'm tired of walking on eggshells. If you don't want to be married to me after all, you should say so now so I can move on with my life." Constance whirled, the letter opener pressed to a shocked d'Artagnan's chest. "I wasted enough time with Bonacieux, I'll not be wasting more of it on the likes of you. The queen will have me back in a heartbeat, so make up your mind right now. Me? Or them?"

Uh oh, Aramis thought belatedly, he had sorely misjudged the depth of her hurt. But then, he was a few years out of touch with the female mind. He dared not move, lest the other three men in the room misinterpret his intentions.

"May I have my letter opener, Madame d'Artagnan." The quiet command in Athos' voice could not be mistaken for a request.

Porthos had risen. He stepped over Aramis' feet to remove the miniature sword from the clenched fist before turning the distraught damsel into his chest. The glance he shared with Athos, over her head, had all the earmarks of an entire conversation. "You don' wanna be makin' threats like that, ma'am. That boy loves you with every particle of his heart. Ask him to show you your letters. He re-read every single one of 'em every night 'fore he slept, they're hardly more than tatters now."

d'Artagnan shuffled his feet, jaw clenched, dusky cheeks the color of wine red roses. "This is between me and Constance," he muttered savagely, though he made no attempt to remove his wife from Porthos' arms.

Alike as peas in a pod, the newlyweds, right down to their muttering, Aramis thought, propping an elbow on his hip and his chin in his hand to hide his grin. Athos poked him from behind, as if he still read Aramis like an open book.

"Much as I would like it to be," Athos caught the letter opener Porthos tossed him and sat back holding it end to end between his fingers "this is not just between you and Constance, d'Artagnan. This has been festering for far longer than a fortnight. The wounds need opening and cleansing."

Aramis approved the simile, though he was not sure he shared the sentiments. Perhaps it would be better to leave the dragon sleeping yet awhile. Who knew what chaos might ensure if they woke it.

Constance hiccupped once, the only indication Porthos' broad chest camouflaged tears and a heavy silence descended upon the men in the room.

It was Athos who spoke again, halting d'Artagnan's attempt to formulate a response with another of those speaking looks. "Constance, I cannot tell you how sorry I am that our actions have ... disturbed you."

Aramis noted the captain was choosing his words with the care of a diplomat finessing thorny negotiations.

"It was a jolt to come back to Paris and find you practically running the garrison rather than safely with the queen. I find it rather difficult to believe the excision of the extent of your responsibilities here was accidental in all those tattered letters d'Artagnan carried into battle. But that is an issue for another day."

Well, perhaps not quite as diplomatic as the circumstances might have warranted.

The letter opener made a dull thud as it lodged, quivering, in the wood of the desk. "We had no expectation of finding the capital under siege as well. It has been an eye-opening experience to return to Paris, but that too will have to be a subject for another day." Athos rose and paced around the desk to lean back beside Aramis, their shoulder's touching. "It's going to take all of us some time to adapt to these new circumstances. War has marked us in ways not even Aramis, for all his insight, can imagine."

"I've been to war with you." The rebuttal was out before Aramis could stop it ... or moderate the resentment he heard coloring the words.

Athos, hands clamped over the desk behind him, turned just his head toward the marksman. Aramis gave him the courtesy of his direct gaze, though embarrassment colored _his _cheeks now. Porthos' indictment still rang in his ears. _'When you were with me, I never had to worry about who was watchin' m'back.' _He'd turned his back and walked away from all they'd meant to him. Without a backward glance. He was not the only one scarred by his choice.

"You have," Athos agreed, "but that war was against a collection of religious fanatics, most of whom barely knew the tip of a sword from the grip. It was child's play compared to what we have seen and done in this one."

"You're right," Aramis conceded quickly and with genuine contrition. "I'm sorry. I witnessed the aftermath of many of those battles; the devastation of our villages and towns along our part of the border." He had his own habits, instilled after four years of thinking of himself as a part of the Roubaix community. They had never been _his_ towns or villages during his time at the abbey, only an assortment of places where misery had festered, drawing the maggots of humanity that profited from war.

"Some of those villages were razed by us," Athos continued quietly, though he released Aramis from the intense stare he'd leveled at the marksman. "Some of those _French_ villagers died by our hand. We've been in the business of death and destruction for four years. Four years that to us, has been an eternity. We are dripping with the blood of our countrymen. We need time to draw back from that edge." He paused, running a hand over his eyes before continuing, his voice shading to that old, habitual flatness. "I will tell you we have discussed this endlessly, trying to come at a way to overcome this wall between us. We do not purposely exclude either of you; it is just instinctual now, to turn to one another to meet the needs we cannot express with words or actions."

The old Athos had rarely put together two sentences in a row, this new one had not only found his words, for the most part, that flat monotone he had so often employed was missing. The majority of that little speech had been delivered with eloquent elocution.

Constance craned her neck around to spear Athos with a sour grimace. "So sleeping together is one of those habits?"

A smile twitched the corner of the captain's mouth, though, like Aramis, he was wise enough not to let it out. "Yes." Athos replied. "You might like to know d'Artagnan offered to share _your_ bed, _madame_. However, we thought that might start undesired rumors."

"And the three of you sleeping in here, won't?" Constance demanded spiritedly.

"Not unless you spread it," Athos replied with that old lift of the eyebrow. "Clairmont has been instructed to pass along the message that anyone entering these chambers without permission again, will find themselves spitted on the end of my rapier. But you are welcome to join us here, Constance. And Aramis," those blue eyes turned unexpectedly to the marksman again, "you as well." There was a twinkle in them now. "It so ingrained that we end the day together, it may well be a habit we cannot break. Though I must warn you, strategy is our usual pillow talk."

"Well," Constance huffed, setting aside Porthos' arms to return to her still blushing husband. "We could use some strategists here in Paris as well. Feron has had his way for far too long." She rose on tiptoe to kiss her spouse again, this time lingeringly rather than attempting to brand herself on his lips. "I'm satisfied with this compromise, so long as it will not make you uncomfortable."

d'Artagnan, his arms wrapped snuggly around his new wife, glanced ruefully at his companions. "Did I not tell you I am married to a saint, gentlemen? Captain, permission to -"

"Permission granted," Athos said hurriedly, making a shooing motion as he pushed off the desk to return to the chair, sighing as his gaze fell on the pile of self-reproducing paperwork neatly stacked opposite the 'leaning' corner.

"About that meeting with Tréville..." Constance's wandering hands had come upon a length of red ribbon. "You wouldn't have been there to collect ... this ... would you?"

"Get her out of her," Athos ordered grumpily.

"My my." Aramis' tone was dry as dust. "That's the Royal Military Order of St. Louis, the highest military honor awarded in France." He could not help himself. "I thought praise and glory was one of your favorite things, Porthos? When did that change?"

d'Artagnan had stopped in his tracks, staring in horror at the medal dangling from his wife's lifted hand.

"Since praise and glory involved orders to kill innocent people," the big Musketeer ground out, snatching the medal from Constance's hand. "These ain't worth the metal they're stamped on, we'd as soon throw 'em away, cept we'll be expected to display them the next time we're on parade before the stupid madman sittin' on the throne." He yanked his own from his pocket, held out an imperative hand for Athos' as well, then stomped across the room to throw all three medals in the cupboard and slam the door shut on them.

A slow burning anger infused the new silence thrown over the room.

And again, it was the diplomat that dispelled the tension. "While I know we all share Porthos' vehemence, I must remind you that such treasonous talk does not go beyond this room. And keep your voice down, for God's sake, even in here. After that little contretemps with Marcheaux and his plant in the refugee camp, we can't rule out the possibility that he's put someone in the garrison as well."

"He'll be a dead plant do I find him first," Porthos grunted, spreading his clenched fingers.

"Please do not. Should my suspicions be born out, I have other plans for Marcheaux's patsy. Come, Porthos." Athos rose from the chair he'd barely settled in, crossed the room and opened the door to the inner hallway. "It could prove to be quite fun, spiking Marcheaux's guns. Shall we start a betting pool amongst ourselves? Not knowing him yet, I'm not keen on wagering whether he's smart enough to ever figure it out, but I'd bet on how long it takes him to realize his spy has been compromised."

"I'm in for six months!" Porthos chortled immediately, sliding past Athos as he heeded the unspoken command to vacate the office.

"Oh, he's smart enough," Constance said over d'Artagnan's shoulder as her husband ushered her out as well. "But we're smarter! I'd rather bet on how long we can keep him dancing to our tune."

"Red Guard n'all, can't be that smart," Porthos rumbled.

Athos' sliced a finger across his throat, then slapped it to his lips. "Shhhhh! Until we know for sure, this is enemy territory. Act accordingly," he whispered exasperatedly.

Aramis filed out last. "Some things never change," he murmured, clapping his hat on his head as he returned the war hero's smirking, one-armed hug.

* * *

><p><em>Bent History:<em>_The Royal and Military Order of Saint Louis was a military Order of Chivalry, but was not founded until 5 April 1693 by Louis XIV . I found a Wiki page showing various French medals, but the only thing I could read was the dates and that proved to be unhelpful. So I borrowed Louis XIII son's medal to give to the Musketeers for their extraordinary service on behalf of their country. _

_This has been a work of transformative fan fiction. The characters and settings in this story belong to the British Broadcasting Company, its successors and assigns. The story itself is the intellectual property of the author. No copyright infringement has been perpetrated for financial gain. _


	2. Chapter 2

War Heroes

2.

Night Caps & Night Shirts

(A 17th Century Pajama Party)

The goblet dangling from his fingertips held only water, the elixir of life. There had been days on end where water had been scarcer than gunpowder and lead, and there had been many days when their swords had been the only thing staving off the enemy.

Four years. Four long, hard fought years. The regiment, two hundred strong as they'd ridden through the streets of Paris to shouts and cheers of Vive la France was decimated. Less than fifty remained of the original two hundred, one hundred and fifty-eight comrades dead upon field of battle. Athos had a list as long as his forearm of names and dates, copies of the many letters he had labored over at night when the sounds of the fife and drum had ceased, the reverberations of the cannon fire had finally stopped echoing in his ears and his comrades lay sleeping the sleep of exhaustion beneath the stars, or if they had been lucky, under canvas when it rained.

Athos had prayed for rain every day for four years, with a fervency normally reserved for the fanatic. Rain meant a cease fire brokered by God, for both sides. Rain meant no one died beside him or behind him, or in front of him. Rain meant d'Artagnan and Porthos would live to see another day. He'd been grateful for every day of rain and every day God had spared the lives of his companions; one thousand four hundred and sixty-seven days. He had a another sheet of parchment, squirreled away between the pages of a bible he had opened and closed only to remove, mark, and return the much folded and creased page of days crossed off methodically every night.

Athos lifted the goblet and drank in remembrance of those last drops of water in his canteen. The last drops he'd poured down d'Artagnan's throat when their youngest had caught shrapnel from an exploding cannon ball, the last mouthful he'd used to cleanse Porthos' wounds after Alsace, the last bit of moisture on earth when he'd found himself cut off from his friends, buried beneath the carcasses of half a dozen enemy soldiers, barely able to move, a saber cut on his thigh pouring his life's blood into French soil.

It took an effort to drag his mind back to the present and the coming hour. They had agreed, however reluctantly, that including d'Artagnan's spouse and Aramis was necessary, no matter how difficult it might be. Tonight, Constance and Aramis would join them.

Athos had woken their second morning back, to find Porthos in his bed, the third morning to d'Artagnan in the bed, Porthos on the floor beside them and marveled at the fact he had not woken either time. But then, they had learned to creep in quietly so as not to wake anyone who might have been blessed with the mercy of sleep during their time away.

One expected to experience deprivation in times of war, but none of them had been prepared for the effects of extended lack of sleep. No matter the sentries posted around the French camp, Athos had posted his own, and still slept with one eye open, waking often in the night to listen for the sounds of breathing from his two companions.

Perhaps if he'd understood the precariousness of living in the capital, the trend would have continued. But the presumed sanctuary of the garrison had temporarily opened those impenetrable barriers, allowing sleep to slip over the border and overpower all resistance.

Those first few nights home, he'd slept the sleep of total exhaustion, beyond the reach of the nightmares that haunted them all, beyond the clenching fingers of pain the lingering effects of dysentery had left them with, beyond even the involuntary bodily response to the constant need for vigilance.

Sleep deprivation might well have been the reason it had taken more than a cursory glance to realize there was no sanctuary to be found in Paris.

Athos had only a vague recollection of his initial debriefs with Tréville. Exhaustion had played a key role in that, too, but neither had he expected to remain in the capital more than the day or two it took to gather new supplies and collect Tréville's latest recruits before returning to the front.

In hindsight, he thought he should have realized the situation when d'Artagnan had been imprisoned with the refugees the morning after their return. It had taken the confrontation in the lair of the Red Guards to fully shake him awake to the realization that Paris was under siege.

Their official orders reassigning them to the capital, stamped and sealed by the minister, had arrived the next morning.

Athos rose to refill the water glass from the pitcher from beside the bed, a luxury he would never again take for granted.

The d'Artagnan's could sleep in the bed, he decided, reconnoitering the room as he would a battlefield, he and Porthos and Aramis would sleep on the floor. He had pillows he'd collected from Porthos, Aramis and d'Artagnan's old rooms, and extra blankets stacked in the cupboard, smuggled in surreptitiously by Constance over the last week. It had taken him that long to reconcile himself to this day, even though he had been the one to suggest it.

The dread roiling in his gut had nothing to do with sleeping on the floor and, yet, everything to do with sleeping. Four years at war had imprinted innumerable brutal memories the vulnerability of sleep invariably unleashed no sooner had consciousness given up the fight. It was one thing to share those nights when one woke shivering as with the ague, with comrades who shared the memories too. Quite another to expose them to others, even those who had once been the closest of companions.

Athos had already decided all weapons would be stashed in the large office cupboard, lest one of them wake fighting the enemy. They'd slept for four years with swords and pistols to hand; that too was proving a hard habit to break. Though considering the state of Paris, it was likely still a wise practice, but he could not take the risk.

A knock at the door stilled his restless pacing. "Come."

Clairmont, the most promising of the new recruits, though he had a d'Artagnan-like ability to get himself in trouble, poked his head around the door. "Everyone's bedded down, sir, the night watch posted and the next shift already sleeping."

"You made certain everyone is aware of the curfew? No one is to leave the garrison before morning roll call?"

"Aye, sir. And posted the notice at both entrances, big and bold like you instructed. But I made sure the command reached each one individually as well."

"Good man. How's the eye?"

Tréville had told him of Feron's latest venture; cock fights. Though instead of roosters, he'd been pitting the cadets of the Musketeer garrison against the full grown men of the Red Guard. Who somehow had missed the opportunity to serve their country on the front lines. Athos supposed all young men could be considered roosters at one time or another in their lives, and knew from experience how easily baited young men were.

"Fine, sir. Constance told you of the incident."

"No." Athos lifted an eyebrow. "_Madame_ d'Artagnan has informed me it is my responsibility to get to know my cadets." That ship had sailed, _Madame_ d'Artagnan was Constance to the recruits and no amount of _Madame-ing_ them would change that. He still had to try. "It was Minister Tréville who warned me of Governor Feron's - shall we say blood thirsty? - tendencies. And to keep an eye on you. Said you remind him of d'Artagnan; a rare compliment, for d'Artagnan has grown into a superior solider. See that you live long enough to do the same."

The cadet blushed to the roots of his fair hair. "Yes, sir."

"Goodnight, cadet."

"Night, sir."

Athos, fists shoved into his aching back, waited until the door closed softly and the firm footsteps faded away before resuming his own pacing. These were his friends, family really, he awaited, yet somehow it was worse than facing the enemy, and that felt like the worst kind of betrayal.

Porthos slipped in first, not long after Clarimont's departure. "Missed you at dinner," he observed, turning so Athos could unbuckle those difficult to reach bits of strapped on armor. "And ya didn' wait for me."

Athos shrugged. "It was one thing to wear amour constantly when we knew we were surrounded by the enemy. I'm finding it extremely irritating to have to wear it here. I couldn't wait to get out of it."

"And your back?"

"I'm fine."

Porthos' scowl as Athos undid the last buckle and lifted the armor over his friend's head was chastisement enough. The twisting and turning necessary to get himself out of his own armor had woken the nesting pain in his back from the last time his horse had thrown him in the middle of battle and moved the bullet fragment again.

Their last battle, at least for the time being, as it had turned out. Athos had reluctantly turned over those still standing of the garrison battalion to General d'Aumont, leaving Frayne in charge of the remaining Musketeers, when they'd gone to follow the trail of the missing General Turenne. Instead of the general, they'd found their missing powder supply. Which they'd had to blow up to keep out of the hands of the Spanish.

But - they'd found Aramis. Athos thought the lost powder a small price to pay for the return of their missing brother. Even if his presence shifted their center of gravity.

"Lie down and let me work on it 'fore the others get here. And you'll sleep in the bed tonight. d'Artagnan and Constance will be sleepin' on each other, no need for a feather mattress."

Athos set his goblet on the small table beside the bed and gratefully stretched out face down on the mattress. Just the heat of Porthos' large hands eased the constant ache that had plagued him for the last six months. A fragment of a pistol ball the surgeon hadn't been able to get to without fear of nicking his spine. Despite Porthos' having knocked the daylights out of him, Athos's subconscious had a clear memory of the hell of that surgery. His recovery was one of those indelibly inked recollections.

Porthos' hands pressed end to end the length of his spine kept him from moving as the door opened again. Constance, carrying something heavy from the sound of her footsteps, stopped just over the threshold. Athos heard d'Artagnan's boot falls stop behind her, then the scuffle of slippered feet as the Gascon nudged his spouse forward.

"What happened? Were you hurt today?" Constance kept her voice steady. Fear had become a constant shadow. Not only for her own safety and that of her garrison charges, but for her spouse and his garrison companions away fighting for the safety of those behind the lines holding back the Spanish invasion, all unknowing that a different kind of fear had staked its own claim in the rear.

"No," d'Artagnan said simply.

They'd discussed this endlessly too, knowing there would be a barrage of questions. There was no way around it; sooner or later they would have to share. So they'd made a list - subjects they were willing to discuss and subjects that were off limits accept among themselves.

"This is an old wound." Not the oldest, d'Artagnan could have added, but didn't, as he set down the bucket of water he carried and took the tray from his wife to deposit it on the desk. "Bad?" he asked Porthos, knowing Athos' new garrulousness did not extend to his own suffering.

"Feels like a hangman's noose all the way down his spine."

Athos was glad he had his face in an elbow as the heat of embarrassment flushed his body from head to toe. Unfortunately, the damn bullet fragment could not be excised from the willing-to-discuss side of the list, it affected him too often.

The surgeon had wanted to relieve him of his command, Athos had flatly refused.

He heard Constance tiptoe over to the side of the bed, felt her skirts fluff over his shirt-sleeved arm and the whisper of her hand in his hair. "Is this why you did not come to dinner?"

He could lie and say yes, it would placate her.

Aramis had called them on their casual lying, though, after the medal incident, sparking a heated argument that had ended in a negotiated truce. They would be as honest as they could, but discussion ended when any of the three war heroes called a halt. The line of questioning also ended there and would not be brought up again unless the party involved divulged further information of their own accord. It was agreed among them there were wounds yet too tender to probe, even lightly, _even_ if it was patently obvious they were putridly infected. No one had the right to force or try to cajole another to speak of those dark, festering places in the soul.

They had also agreed, knowing full well the impossibility of the reality, that truth could be spoken in their midst without offense being taken, or hurt manifested. Though it would not be spoken with anger or malice, hopefully blunting its cutting edge.

"No," Athos admitted, squeezing his eyes shut.

"He carries tension in his back and shoulders," Porthos put in, relieving Athos of the need to admit his back was bothering him because in addition to the week they'd had, the anticipatory dread of this evening had clenched every muscle in his body with the force of a vise. "We ain't exactly been playin' Hunt the Slipper since we got back."

Constance's hand stilled momentarily and Athos felt the small sigh against the back of his neck. "I brought some food if you're hungry. Pasties and pastries," she said lightly, leaning over to kiss the back of his head before she rose.

"Careful there, my lady, or you'll turn me into a jealous man." d'Artagnan's tone was light as well.

Athos heard the booted feet return to the door, followed by the creak of hinges. He needed to remember to oil those.

"And Aramis is tardy as always," d'Artagnan remarked, closing the door gently. They'd been wont to let it slam behind them in the old days, and chuckle at the sigh it had always raised from their remarkably patient former captain.

"Likely found a new inamorata already." Porthos, having succeeded in ridding Athos' spine of most of the knots, rested his warm palms over the small of his back for a few moments. "He went out to get some wine."

Athos was off the bed like a shot, practically knocking Porthos from his perch on the edge. "ALONE?!"

"Uhh," Porthos frowned. "Yeah. You didn't mean for that stupid rule to apply to us did ya?"

"YES! I did!" Athos was already belting on his sword. "Feron is not to be trusted! For all we know, Marcheaux's sniveling weasel has already reported Aramis' leaving alone." He swiveled on a boot heel, his glare touching each of the occupants of the room. "No one is to leave the garrison alone, day or night, including _all of us_, have I made myself clear?"

"About what?" The door opened, admitting Aramis. The lock snicked into place before he moved to deposit several bottles of wine on the desk next to Constance's food.

Athos slumped against the nearest wall so great was his relief. "You will be the death of me yet," he muttered, shoving back the hair that had fallen into his face. "I just received a verbal slap on the wrist from Tréville for not acting leader-ish enough, so listen well." He straightened, hands on his hips, bringing the full force of his commanding - when he wished - persona to bear. "None of us will be exempt from any of the rules posted in this garrison going forward. We _will_ set a good example and we _will_ do as we say."

"Meaning we're no longer allowed to say one thing and do another?" Aramis inquired airily. He lifted his hands at Athos' renewed glare, taking an involuntary step back. "Just clarifying, _mon capitaine_, since that was never our usual _modus operandi_." He tried his charming smile as a follow up.

The glare faded to a scowl, followed by a still resistant sigh. "You will not break this one indiscriminately, no matter the lure of your inamoratas, Aramis. Until we have brought Feron to heel, no one goes anywhere by themselves, not even to the market."

The bleak gaze turned on Constance, who nodded obediently. If Athos needed to rattle his rapier, she would comply. Marcheaux was a weasel, but a cunning one. She'd managed to get herself out of a corner or two on her own, but having raised the man's ire to new heights, she was actually glad to heed Athos' command.

"I know you've been used to going about on your own, Constance, I'm sorry to curtail that, but I'm not prepared to have to murder the entirety of the Red Guard to affect a rescue. Tréville told me about the little stunt you pulled on Marcheaux and his men."

Well! Tréville was turning out to be quite the little tattletale, Constance thought crossly. She'd had secrets of her own she'd wished to keep. Twisting the tigers tail had been one of them. She'd had second and even third thoughts about instigating that plot, but only _after_ she'd pulled it off ... with the help of Minster Tréville. She'd known he'd have to detail the extent of the responsibilities she'd taken over here at the garrison, but she had not expected him to be quite so graphically detailed.

Athos had said nothing to her prior to this, but his retaking of the reins had been evident from his first full day. Young men had suddenly appeared to heft bags of flour, carry her casks, stir her pots when her hair began to frizz in the heat of the kitchen, even schlep any water she needed from the orchard well. She had not realized a cadet had been assigned to her daily until Clarimont had showed up to shadow her for the day, trailing her from stall to stall in the market, confiscating her basket when it began to drag at her arm. She'd turned on him like a scolding fish wife only to be informed, in no uncertain terms, his orders for the day were to fetch and carry whatever she needed.

Constance had been at the bottom of the stairs in the courtyard, on her way to give the returned captain a piece of her mind when Athos had appeared at the top of the steps. Something in his demeanor as he'd started down had silenced her tongue.

He'd inclined his head with that soft, "_Madame_ d'Artagnan," that seemed to tickle every one of the Inseparables when they proffered the greeting, and gone to mount the horse one of the stable boy's had been holding for him at the mouth of the short entrance tunnel. She'd turned in place, watching him go, then shaken herself from head to toe and informed Clairmont, in no uncertain terms, he was dismissed. She'd seen the young man catch her husband's eye, who'd only shrugged, that peculiar gleam evident as d'Artagnan had swept her with a bold gaze before turning away with a smile, to his own task. The remaining Inseparables had been at the courtyard table, parts of half a dozen flintlocks broken down for cleaning spread out before them. Clarimont had parked himself in her kitchen and proceeded to completely ignore her clucking pouter pigeon impersonation.

"Understood." d'Artagnan was first to second Constance's assent, now, Porthos' rumble of agreement coming over top of d'Artagnan's response.

And there it was again, that deference Athos not only accepted, but expected. Aramis inclined his head as well. "Of course we will set a good example."

Blue eyes locked with brown. "As hard as this is going to be for both of us, Aramis, I'm not just your friend anymore. There will be consequences."

The marksman, for whom obedience had ever been a bone of contention, inclined his head once more. "You were never _just_ my friend, Athos." Aramis peeled away the _façade_ he'd learned to present to his superiors at the abbey and spoke from the heart. "You have been our leader since ... what?" he glanced at Porthos, "a week after joining the garrison? If it took that long." He removed his hat, holding it to his chest as he bowed. "I am yours to command as you will."

"Hear hear," Porthos said softly. "Well said, brother." He sketched a bow too. "Aramis speaks for all of us."

There was a moment's hesitation, and then Athos stepped forward, extending a hand.

Constance caught her breath, eyes widening with glee as she clapped her hands. "Ohhhh! I've always wanted to see this secret ritual!"

Aramis stepped forward immediately, placing his hand over Athos'. d'Artagnan and Porthos took steps in and reached out too.

Athos glanced around the circle, then flicked his gaze to Constance. "_Madame_? You are one of us now, would you join us."

The eyes widened even more, the mouth formed an O of surprise and Constance took, like Aramis, took an involuntary step backwards. "Me?"

"You been runnin' the garrison for nigh unto four years now. N'you're married to one of us. We think that qualifies you to be one'a the new band of Inseparables." Porthos pulled her in by an elbow, laid her hand a top d'Artagnan's, and put his hand back on top.

Constance thought if she did not die of embarrassment, she would surely burst with the swelling of the soul deep contentment they had just given her.

"All for one?" Athos' inflection caught them _all_ by surprise.

"All for one," the answering quartet responded immediately.

"And one for all!" This time it was a quintet and did they but know it, that quietly jubilant intonation set in motion the downfall of one Marquis de Feron.

"Do I get a pauldron and a sword, now?" Constance did not even try to contain the joy dancing an allemande in her heart.

"Don't you have a sword already, _madame_? d'Artagnan? I thought we'd deputized you to see to your wife's pauldron."

"You mean this?" d'Artagnan, as if by sleight of hand, produced a feminine version of the Musketeer's shoulder guards, though the center of the gold fleur de lis on hers bore an engraved A inset with a V.

"You're not joking ... just to include me." The words came softly, almost reverently. "You really mean it."

Constance reaching to touch the pauldron sparked one of Athos' most cherished memories. Of watching Aramis untangle the buckles and straps of Athos' first pauldron on the table top in his apartment, after accepting a position as the garrison sword master and a long drying out.

"You've earned it." Athos took the plate armor, fit it over her shoulder and buckled the arm strap at the elbow "The queen gave the orders for your commission," he said, grinning as he opened his arms for a hug, leaving d'Artagnan to size the belt and buckle it at the waist.

"As a Musketeer? Commissioned?" Constance hugged him a bit bewilderedly. "By the queen?"

"That's why your pauldron bears the engraved letters A V. It's her monogram."

Constance craned her neck to look down at the molded piece of leather that fit her shoulder like a glove.

"You been doin' the job. Any reason you shouldn't be commissioned?" Porthos lifted one of the wine glasses Aramis had been busily filling and handing around. "A toast, to our newest Musketeer, though no longer the youngest," he laughed, winking at d'Artagnan.

d'Artagnan rolled his eyes as he raised his glass. "To my wife, who will kick the shins of anyone who calls her a puppy."

"To Constance." Athos' grin broadened at d'Artagnan's restraint. "Who makes our lives easier and cooks even better than Serge," he toasted with his glass of water.

"To Constance," Aramis echoed, saluting the still wide-eyed _Madame_ d'Artagnan, even as he wondered what the story was with the water, "whose beauty, wit and charm brighten the garrison daily."

Constance, her face alight with a joy that made three men think she was the most beautiful woman on earth, and one allow that she was likely the second most beautiful woman in Paris, threw her arms around Athos again and hugged him tightly. "Thank you for this, it means the world to me."

"Not my doing, Constance, this was your husband's idea."

She did not quite spin, but she came close as she whirled, her skirts billowing. "_You_ thought to do this for me?"

d'Artagnan gave a rather Gallic shrug; that infinitesimal lift of the shoulders accompanied by raised hands. "It was the only thing I could think of that might show our appreciation for what you've done here. Tréville took it to the queen for us and told us it had her enthusiastic support. She had the royal mint make the fleur de lis for your pauldron."

"You are the best husband ever!" She flung herself into his arms. "Nothing could have pleased me more, d'Artagnan! Not even my own sword!"

"Hmmmm ... not even ... shooting lessons?"

Constance drew back to smirk at her husband. "Well, as much fun as that was, this is better. I never imagined THIS, not in my wildest dreams. And I had some pretty wild ones."

"Lucky for me."

For a moment Athos wondered if there would only be two extras sleeping in his room tonight, and then Constance was passing out of flurry of hugs and kisses again, prettily thanking each of them for their role in her astounding surprise, then refilling glasses and handing around plates as the church bells of Paris began to toll the hour of midnight.

"I hate to break up the party, but -" Athos politely refused the plate Constance tried to hand him, interrupting himself to insert, " No, thank you. The duty roster was posted this afternoon in the common room, no one here gets to sleep in in the morning."

"Whatta' ya call these things?" Porthos wanted to know, holding up a crescent of flaky, golden pastry drizzled with melted chocolate as he put his plate down and went to collect blankets and pillows from the cupboard in the small sleeping alcove behind the desk.

"Croissants," Constance told him, "and that's the last of the smuggled bar of Spanish chocolate d'Artagnan brought home. Do you like them?"

"I'd like 'em a bit bigger." They were finger-sized for Porthos. "We'll find ya som'more chocolate." He was eyeing Athos' untouched plate avidly. "There's just a touch'a sweet to 'em, you might even like 'em."

Athos, whose back had forced him to take a seat at the desk, picked up the plate and passed it to Porthos. "You're welcome."

d'Artagnan's brilliant distraction had worked beautifully. Instead of the hint of discord that had inserted itself wil-you-nil-you between the war heroes and their comrades, the collective mood was warm and celebratory. The Gascon had all the earmarks of a genius intelligence officer in the making.

Tonight they would retire in harmony, the dissonance of distance overcome for this short while at least. And that was a start. Athos was grateful for the reprieve.

Constance disappeared behind the screen Athos and Porthos had collected from Athos' old apartment. He owned the building, and had told his agent to instruct the landlord to leave it vacant on the off chance they made it home alive. Athos was coming to understand there had been a reason Tréville had not kept quarters out of the garrison; he did not expect to be returning to the apartment any time soon.

d'Artagnan, his wife drawn in to his chest, her shiny new pauldron tucked against her night-gowned chest, had thrown off the blanket already when Athos started pinching out the candles around the room. He stooped without thought, biting back the sharp gasp of pain, and drew the covers over them, receiving a sleepy _thanks_ from Constance for his efforts.

Porthos had laid out his bedroll next to Aramis, just like old times; both were asleep when Athos blew out the last candle, stripped to his smalls and crawled into bed himself.

Before surrendering to his own weariness, the Captain of the Musketeers took a moment to importune Aramis' friend, God. _No nightmares_, _no sleepwalking, just ... no crazies tonight ... if you can manage it. We'll all be forever grateful. _He did not append an amen, that would be too much like praying.

Aramis' even breathing drifted to him like an old friend he'd been missing without realizing. Porthos' familiar gentle snore was reassuring and from long acquaintance, he could distinguish the soft cadence of d'Artagnan's breathing from his wife's.

Athos slept. And in his dreams the breech among them was whole again, their tattered spirits rewoven, the bonds unbroken.

* * *

><p><em>Further Bent History: <em>_The birth of the croissant itself – that is, its adaptation from the plainer form of Kipferl (dating from the 13th century) before the invention of viennoiserie – can be dated to 1839 when an Austrian artillery officer founded a Viennese bakery at 92, rue de Richelieu in Paris.__I've just moved up the invention a couple hundred years or so. _

_This has been a work of transformative fan fiction. The characters and settings in this story are the property of the British Broadcasting Company, its successors and assigns. The story itself - and Constance's pauldron - are the intellectual property of the author. No copyright infringement has been perpetrated for financial gain. _
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